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Venezuela's Asamblea National (AN) gave President Hugo Chavez the powers he sought to decree
laws in areas ranging from oil to banking and bureaucracy. The opposition claims the Enabling Law,
approved after a final debate Nov. 7, is unconstitutional and that Chavez is amassing dictatorial
powers. Meanwhile, a successful strike by oil workers has spotlighted the friction between Chavez
and labor unions.
Chavez asked for the special powers to deal with the national crises by enacting about 30 economic
laws without legislative approval. With the expanded authority, he will be able to reform the way
foreign companies operating Venezuela's state-owned oil fields are taxed, pass a land-reform law to
redistribute property, and enact regulatory provisions for Venezuela's Central Bank. The law, which
was sent to the legislature in September, was approved by 105 votes in a plenary session of the 165seat unicameral AN (see NotiSur, 2000-09-29).
Chavez's Polo Patriotico coalition controls 60% of the Asamblea. All opposition parties voted against
the bill, saying it covers areas too sensitive to leave in the hands of the president. The land-reform
law, for example, will determine when and how the government can expropriate private property for
"national interests."

Oil workers strike is successful
On Oct. 11, oil workers walked off the job protesting stalled pay talks. The FEDEPETROL union said
the government backtracked on a promised pay increase to be written into a two-year collective
contract for 10,000 Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) workers. The contract also sets the pay for about
40,000 contract workers in the oil, gas, petrochemical, and related industries. At first, Chavez said he
would not negotiate with the striking workers. But when the strike threatened to cut into oil exports,
the government became more open.
FEDEPETROL president Carlos Ortega announced Oct. 14 that the union had reached an agreement
with PDVSA, ending the strike. Workers had demanded a US$9 per day raise, while the government
and PDVSA had offered US$3. Oil workers earn a minimum daily wage of US$14. The agreement
raises the daily base pay by US$7.25 immediately with another US$1.45 per day raise to kick in in
February, and it increases pensions and bonus pay, said Ortega. The strike was a "lesson to the
government to listen...and not think itself all-powerful," said Ortega.
On Oct. 15, Chavez named army Gen. Guaicaipuro Lameda PDVSA president as part of a "profound
restructuring." Lameda's vice president will be another military officer. Last week, Chavez named
Gen. Cipriano Martinez Morales as PDVSA vice president. Earlier, Chavez named Gen. Oswaldo
Contreras Maza to head Citgo, the US refining and marketing branch of PDVSA. Since taking
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office in February 1999, Chavez has shaped Venezuelan oil policy and taken a prominent role in
the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Venezuela has become one of OPEC's
most outspoken advocates of production quotas, arguing that record oil prices this year are fair for
the developing nations of OPEC. "You cannot deny the positive results that our change in oil policy
have had in the international market," Deputy Energy and Mines Minister Alvaro Silva told the
Globovision television channel (see NotiCen, 2000-10-26).
The record-high oil prices oil earnings surpassed US$20 billion this year have allowed Chavez
to respond to some social needs. Despite economists' warnings about the historical volatility of
oil prices, Chavez recently announced US$1.4 billion in new spending for health clinics, housing,
and school buildings. And, he spent nearly US$2 billion to settle the dispute with oil workers.
Controversial referendum on unions The successful strike was a boost to the union movement
in Venezuela. Now, other unions are threatening protests to demand higher pay, including the 1
million-member Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV).
The government accuses union leaders, who are mostly supporters of opposition political parties,
of corruption. Labor unions are among the few institutions still tied to the largely discredited
opposition parties. The CTV was dominated for many years by Accion Democratica, the party most
frequently in power in the past 42 years.
Opinion polls show that trade unions are among the least- credible and least-respected institutions
in Venezuela. Complaints include allegations of illegal commissions paid to win contracts, the
seemingly for-life tenure of union leaders, and the charge that the unions as far removed from the
concerns and realities of workers.
The Centro de Documentacion y Analisis para los Trabajadores (CENDA) says trade-union
affiliation in Venezuela is low, with only 12.6% of the economically active population (EAP) of 9.9
million workers in unions. More specifically, it says that 58% of public-sector employees belong to
unions, compared to a 6% of private-sector workers.
Chavez's supporters in Congress have called a Dec. 3 national referendum that would replace
Venezuela's four labor confederations through an assembly of delegates elected by workers. The
referendum will include two questions, each to be answered yes or no. The first asks whether voters
approve "the democratization, reorganization, and unification of the labor-union movement at all
levels." The second asks whether they support a "Workers' Constituent Assembly."
On Oct. 26, the CTV held a protest march at the end of which they presented a letter to the AN
rejecting the proposed Ley de Democratizacion Sindical and the referendum. "The referendum
organized for December is unconstitutional, which is why two members of the Consejo Nacional
Electoral (CNE) quit yesterday," said CTV president Federico Ramirez Leon, adding that it was part
of the government's "totalitarian" plans.
The two CNE members who resigned Leonardo Pizani and Ignacio Avalos said the referendum
process, established for the first time in Venezuela by the Constitution approved last December,
was being illegally and unconstitutionally used by submitting "an internal question of trade-union
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organizations" to voters at large. "Just as today they want to do away with the labor movement,
tomorrow they will come up with a referendum to create one media outlet or one political party,
something that only occurs in communist countries," said Ramirez. International labor activists also
say the referendum is illegal.
The Geneva-based International Labor Organization (ILO) has threatened to take the matter before
the Inter- American Court of Human Rights (IACHR). Labor Minister Blancanieves Portocarrero
said the government is not trying to establish a "Chavista" union. She said the only aim of the
government is to hold an assembly that would create space for dialogue, participation, and
diversification in the labor movement.
Portocarrero said that the "badly named" union referendum is not a whim of the government,
but a response to a complex labor situation, which includes its corrupt leadership. The minister
said she would meet with ILO officials in Geneva in November to discuss with them the labormovement situation in Venezuela. [Sources: CNN, 10/15/00; Inter Press Service, 10/04/00, 10/16/00,
11/02/00; Notimex, 10/24/00, 11/06/00; Associated Press, 10/03/00, 10/14/00, 10/17/00, 10/27/00,
11/02/00, 11/07/00; Reuters, 10/08/00, 10/11/00, 10/16/00, 11/04/00, 11/07/00; Spanish news service
EFE, 10/12/00, 10/26/00, 11/07/00, 11/08/00]
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